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Introduction 

In the intervening decade since the publication of Carol Dweck’s book “Self-Theories: 

Their Role in Motivation, Personality, and Development,” numerous studies have examined the 

influence of a person’s core system of beliefs about ability (implicit theories of ability or self-

theories) on such diverse arenas as intelligence, academic performance, social competence, 

athletic ability, and business acumen (Dweck, 1999). Two distinct implicit theories, 

encompassing a person’s beliefs about the nature of intelligence and ability, are explicated in this 

model: entity theory and incremental theory. Entity theory (fixed mindset) consists of a belief in 

the constancy and permanence of all forms of ability. Entity theorists with respect to intelligence, 

for example, believe that the amount of intelligence one is born with is uncontrollable and fixed, 

either by fate or by some other force, and that no change in that inherent level can be effected, 

regardless of effort. Incremental theory (growth mindset) consists of a belief in malleable ability. 

Incremental theorists with respect to intelligence believe that innate intellect can always be 

improved and built upon with effort. The growth mindset, however, does not look upon all 

people as having equal potential and equal aptitude in all domains but rather suggests that, given 

an initial ability level—regardless of how high or low—skill can always be improved upon and 

developed further. 
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To this day, no study in our knowledge has yet investigated how a person’s beliefs about 

the malleability of others’ abilities—implicit peer-theories, perhaps—may affect his or her self-

theory of ability and academic performance. A significant finding in this domain may provide 

insight into successful psychological strategies to benefit people of all ages, in all pursuits. For 

example, if holding the belief that one’s peers have malleable ability is shown in this study to 

strengthen the growth mindset—which in turn has been shown by Blackwell et al., and by Kray 

and Haselhuhn in 2007, to stimulate additional effort and improve academic and social 

performance—then a person seeking self-improvement could pay extra attention to his mindset-

related self-talk, regarding his peers (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 1997; Kray & 

Haselhuhn, 2007). But college students, in particular, stand to gain most by understanding the 

effects of such implicit beliefs. The incoming college freshman can rightly assume that the next 

four years will shape the rest of his life—that decisions made, lessons learned, and relationships 

formed during this critical period will affect his future, for better or for worse. In the name of 

social responsibility, we must do all in our power to understand the aforementioned phenomena 

so as to inform the decisions and actions of college students everywhere. 

The current research addresses the question of whether and to what extent one’s beliefs 

about his peers’ ability to change (which, for the purpose of symmetry, we will call one’s peer-

theory) influence the effectiveness of an induced mindset in changing the degree of incremental 

belief a person holds with regard to self and peers. Because our everyday experiences similarly 

“induce” small changes in our self-theories, and because past studies have indicated the value of 

holding a growth mindset, the results found in this study can be generalized to show the effect of 

peer-theory on the efficacy of a person’s metacognition (e.g. a more incremental peer-theory 

could produce more positive effects following the inducement of a growth mindset). 
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Study Proposal 

Summary 

This experiment examines the effects of the development of a growth or fixed mindset on 

people with peer vs. self-theories of intelligence, by inducing one of the two mindsets and 

evaluating changes in peer and self-theories of intelligence. 

Participants 

The study participants will be 90 randomly selected first-year undergraduates who have 

completed a minimum of one academic quarter at a large west-coast university, pre-screened for 

one of three conditions (30 each): (1) more incremental self-theory than peer-theory of 

intelligence, (2) no significant difference between self-theory and peer-theory scores, and (3) 

more incremental peer-theory than self-theory. 

Procedure 

This experiment will follow a 3×3 study design, with each of the three pre-screened 

groups further divided randomly into three experimental groups of 10 participants each: (a) 

induced growth mindset, (b) induced fixed mindset, and (c) control (no manipulation). 

(A) Participants will first be given a standard survey to determine their own self-theories 

of intelligence—their beliefs about their own capacities for growth in the intelligence domain. 

Correlation between peer-theories and self-theories will be examined. (B) For the purpose of 

comparison, all study participants will then be given a series of short surveys to determine their 

initial “peer-theory of intelligence”—their beliefs about the malleability (the capacity for 

growth) of their peers’ intelligence. These surveys will vary only in the specific “peer” that they 

refer to, and the results will be averaged (for details, see Measures section below). 
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(C) The growth and fixed mindsets will be induced in the selected participants 

(aforementioned conditions (a) and (b), respectively) by means of an article describing either (a) 

how the brain can change and grow and make new connections as people learn (growth) or (b) 

the importance of IQ and innate ability in determining future success (fixed). For consistency, 

the control group (c) will be asked to read a neutral article espousing neither the growth nor the 

fixed mindset. (D) After this manipulation, the peer and self-theory surveys will once again be 

administered to the participants. (E) Finally, the participants will be debriefed, informed of the 

true nature of the experiment, and provided with copies of all of the “mindset-inducing” articles. 

Measures 

The participants’ implicit theories of intelligence with regard to peers and to themselves 

will be evaluated before and after the experimental manipulation (i.e. reading an article) through 

a series of four surveys (three peer-theory, one self-theory). Steps (A) and (B) in the study 

procedure will be carried out using as a template a basic 6-point Likert-type scale (1 = Agree 

Strongly, 6 = Disagree Strongly), consisting of three entity theory statements (e.g. “You are born 

with a fixed amount of intelligence, and there is little you can do to change it.”) and three 

incremental theory statements (e.g. “You can always increase the amount of intelligence you 

possess.”) (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck 2007). For step (A), the three incremental theory 

items will be reverse-scored and the results added to those for the entity theory items and 

averaged to establish a mean self-theory of intelligence score, with a score of 1 corresponding to 

pure entity theory and a score of 6 corresponding to pure incremental theory. 

For step (B), all occurrences of the word “you” in the implicit theory statements will be 

replaced by a description of selected peers—“the average student in your field,” “the average 

student in fields outside your own,” and “the average college freshman”—and the statement 
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wording revised accordingly. The mean scores for these three replacement conditions will then 

be averaged to produce a mean peer-theory of intelligence score. 

Hypothesis and Analysis 

I predict that, when presented with convincing evidence in support of one of the 

mindsets, those who believe that their intelligence is more malleable than their peers’ will 

“improve” (more incremental beliefs) more under the induced growth mindset and “regress” 

(more fixed beliefs) less under the fixed mindset than those who believe that their peers’ 

intelligence is more malleable than their own. I will test these hypotheses by comparing the mean 

peer and self-theory of intelligence scores between the different assigned groups and test 

conditions. 

Predicted results of Study 2 are summarized in the chart below: 

 

Comparative Implicit 
Theory >> 

∨  Induced Mindset ∨  

Own intelligence 
more malleable 

than peers’ 

No significant 
difference 

Peers’ intelligence 
more malleable than 

own 

Growth Ts++   Tp+ Ts+   Tp+ Ts+   Tp++ 

Fixed Ts-   Tp— Ts-   Tp- Ts—   Tp- 

None Ts=   Tp= Ts=   Tp= Ts=   Tp= 

Key:       Ts  Self-theory of intelligence    TP  Peer-theory of intelligence 

+  Increased incremental beliefs    —  Decreased incremental beliefs 

=  No change 
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Conclusion 

The proposed study draws its strength from the relatively large sample size and 

substantial coverage of all implicit theory conditions, including a control group. This allows us to 

draw more relevant and significant conclusions about the effect of peer-theories of intelligence. 

Furthermore, the most valuable characteristic of the current research is its reliance on past 

research in the field of implicit self-theories for practical significance. Studies demonstrating the 

positive power of the growth mindset abound in the literature, and any effects of peer-theories on 

self-theories that are found in the current study can be implemented and put to practical use on 

the basis of these past findings. However, because the study participants are drawn from a very 

narrow band of the general population (1st year college students), the generalizability of the 

results may come into question. 

This experimental study is a stronger investigation of the stated research question than 

the previously proposed correlational study because the current study has more applicable value 

to the general public. Also, the correlational study design was plagued by confounds that could 

not easily be controlled without an experimental design, whereas the current study allows for 

manipulation and control of the stated variables (self-theories, peer-theories). Further research in 

this domain could examine the more tangible effects of peer-theories of intelligence (e.g. impact 

on GPA, test scores, job performance) through a more-involved implicit theory intervention and 

could extend the generalizability of the present study by recruiting a more diverse and more 

representative participant group. 

 



Peer-‐Theories	  of	  Intelligence:	  Impacts	  on	  Metacognitional	  Efficacy	  	  	  	  	  	  7	  

Works Cited 

Blackwell, L., Trzesniewski, K., & Dweck, C.S. (2007). Implicit Theories of Intelligence Predict 

Achievement Across an Adolescent Transition: A Longitudinal Study and an 

Intervention. Child Development, 78, 246-263. 

Dweck, C. S. (1999). Self-Theories: Their Role in Motivation, Personality, and Development. 

Philadelphia, PA: The Psychology Press. 

Kray, L.J. & Haselhuhn, M.P. (2007).  Implicit negotiation beliefs and performance: 

Longitudinal and experimental evidence. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

93 (1): 49-64. 


